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In the context of  the TUFS Programme for Japanese Studies in Global Context, the aim of  this 
intensive course is to attempt to understand Japan from a global perspective and within its local 
contexts. This class is concerned with female bodies on the screen, a cinematic representational 
convention with a long tradition in many countries. We will think about the cinema and its representa-
tional conventions as a global phenomenon, with its own local inﬂ ections. Questions that need to be 
asked concern the connections to Japan of  the concepts discussed, as well as the applicability to Japan 
of  the theories used to explain the way that women are represented on screen to Japan.
Out of  the three classes in this session on ‘Visuality and (Bio-Politics)’, this class likely uses the 
loosest deﬁ nition of  ‘biopolitics’, politics that concern the human body, the physical aspect of  a 
population. Before laying out a working deﬁ nition, the main aim for this session is to become sensitive 
to and to think critically about who we get to see in ﬁ lm and who not, and how this is related to social 
power structures as they relate to various types of  bodies, in Japan or elsewhere.
If  politics are power relations between any two, or more, entities, here denoting social power 
relations, and ‘bio’ is related to the human body, then bio-politics for our purposes describes social 
power-relations as played out via the human body. Bodies are sites on which social constructions of  
differences are mapped onto human beings, and gender is one of  the most fundamental distinctions 
made. Visuality denotes being (or not being) visible in visual culture, here taken to be ﬁ lm. How are 
gendered bodies made visible in ﬁ lm, and how is this related to social power hierarchies? In order to 
tackle this question, we will ﬁ rst consider the foundational role of  the human body in art, and in 
particular the represented female body. 
As human beings started to think about how to represent the world around them, they began 
depicting the human form (i.e. hand prints, stick ﬁ gure drawings etc.). The human form became central 
to representation because in many ways art is precisely about the human experience; it is an attempt to 
understand our place in the world. The human body is central to how we understand facets of  identity 
such as gender, sexuality, race, and ethnicity. However, because representation is being done by humans 
with an agenda, representation is always political, in the sense of  establishing/representing/or 
maintaining power positions within a given society. The body therefore becomes a site on which social 
ideals, ideas, and problems are being discussed. A person’s sex of  course is often taken as natural, but 
when we actually look at pictures of  a woman or a man, we are at the same time making conclusions 
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about who is being represented. In this way, we are making decisions about how bodies are related to 
social roles. And, on the representing side, by representing someone in a certain way, we are also 
making decisions about what this body is and is not. This is how binaries are set up. If  you want to 
represent someone as beautiful, this is the antithesis of  ugly; beautiful being the preferred term in this 
binary dichotomy (a pair of  two items that stand in contrast). The female form has traditionally 
attracted representational attention, and the way she is being represented displays social ideals that 
change over time. An example are advertisements from the 1950s that promote weight gain in order to 
become ‘attractive’, i.e. to fulﬁ l a social ideal about how a woman should look like, and the ‘beach body’ 
weight-loss ad that caused much furore in Europe in 2013 about what kinds of  female bodies should 
be seen or unseen.
Film has inherited this fascination with the 
human form as well as representational traditions as 
they pertain to the female body. The conception of  
woman as idol, art object, icon, and visual entity is, 
after all, the ﬁ rst principle of  the aesthetic of  ﬁ lm 
as a visual medium (Molly Haskell, From Reverence 
to Rape, 1987:7). In cinema’s relative infancy, critic 
Kracauer described a photograph of  a ﬁ lm diva as 
follows: “This is what the ﬁ lm diva looks like. She is 
twenty-four years old, featured on the cover of  an 
illustrated magazine […] The bangs, the seductive 
position of  the head, and the twelve eyelashes right 
and left—all these details, diligently recorded by the 
camera, are in their proper place, a ﬂ awless appear-
ance (Kracauer, ‘Photography’, 1927). The 
fragmented description of  her face is interestingly 
also recognisable in coeval Japanese Shiseido adver-
tisements that show a female face, but simpliﬁ ed to 
such an extent that only the lashes, brows, and 
mouth come to stand in for the whole. This image 
reminds strongly of  Mulvey’s argument regarding the fetishism that underscores ﬁ lm’s use of  close-ups 
on female body parts; a prominent example from the classical Hollywood cinema are the tilting 
close-ups along Marilyn Monroe’s body in River of  no Return (1954, Prellinger).
The way that the female body is being represented on screen, the participation of  women in the 
industry, as well as the representation of  women in the movies show a speciﬁ c type of  biopolitics at 
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work, in front of  and behind the camera. Hollywood, in recent years, has faced much criticism 
regarding these issues, be it the large pay gap between top actors and actresses, the high glass ceiling for 
female participation, and the biased portrayal of  women in ﬁ lm (e.g. New York Film Academy, 
2007-2012). In terms of  representation, the NYA ﬁ nds that ‘30.8% of  speaking characters are women, 
29.8% of  women wore sexually revealing clothes (as opposed to 7% of  men), 26.2% of  actresses get 
partially naked (as opposed to 9.4% of  men), 10.7% of  movies features a balanced cast where half  of  
the characters are female’, and so forth. In this regard, Alison Bechdel’s comic strip ‘The rule’, in Dykes 
to Watch Out For (1985) introduced what is now widely termed the ‘Bechdel Test’: Originally meant as 
a little lesbian joke, the three ‘rules’ have moved since into mainstream criticism and help to easily 
discern, not so much the mere presence, but the depth of  character of  the women shown on screen: In 
order to ‘pass’ the test, a ﬁ lm (1) it has to have at least two women in it, who (2) who talk to each other, 
about (3) something besides a man (sometimes: they have to have names). Astonishingly few ﬁ lms pass 
the test, albeit with a signiﬁ cant increase for recent productions. For instance, none of  the James Bond 
ﬁ lms pass, and their (somewhat tongue-in-cheek) representation of  women are exemplary of  the 
concerns that motivated Laura Mulvey in 1975 to write her, as foundational as polemic ‘manifesto’ 
‘Visual Pleasures and Narrative Cinema’. 
She theorises ‘the male gaze’ as deeply embedded in the cinema, an ‘advanced representation system’ 
that is unconsciously structured by the dominant order (here Mulvey’s indebtedness to Freud and Lacan 
becomes most obvious) (1999 [1975]:834). Mulvey claims that in Western cultural tradition (and many 
others) women ‘connote to-be-looked-at-ness’, and hence the pleasure in looking is split into an active/
male component and a passive/female component. The dominant cinema (classical Hollywood, 
mainstream cinema), due to its emergence from within Western frameworks of  representation and 
technology, is seen as the mirror reﬂ ection of  the patriarchal society in which it was formed (and which 
is inscribed in it). There are three forms of  ‘gaze’ (looking) in cinema: 1. the gaze of  the camera as it 
records events, 2. the audience gazing at the image, and 3. gazes between the characters within the 
diegesis. The denial or suppression of  1 and 2 results in the sensations of  verisimilitude, immersion, 
identiﬁ cation; the cinematic pleasure, which is innately connected to scopophilia and voyeurism, derived 
from actively watching an objectiﬁ ed other. ‘The male protagonist is free to command the stage, a stage 
of  spatial illusion in which he articulates the look and creates the action’ (Mulvey, 1999: 839). Woman is 
merely there to motivate his actions. As the male character’s perceptual subjectivity becomes inscribed 
through cinematography and editing, men in this instance are positioned as possessors of  ‘the gaze’ and 
women as spectacle. For women therefore to derive pleasure from dominant cinema as theorised by 
Mulvey, they have to either masochistically identify with the object of  the spectacle, or appropriate the 
male gaze and therefore objectify the represented female bodies.
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Ninagawa’s 2012 pop-drama Helter Skelter, displays LiLico’s (Sawajiri Erika) to be looked-at-ness in 
perfection: ‘On the other side of  the lens, though, are those that consume these women’s images. Just 
that: consume. And between the consumer and the consumed, there is a rift so wide they may as well 
be in different galaxies’ (Ninagawa, 2012). This statement reverberates both the Hollywood debate, as 
well as the rift between spectators and the objects they consume through their ‘gaze’. Aspects of  
LiLiCo are ﬁ rst presented to us by close-ups on her lips, eyes, lashes in advertisements. If  her body is 
presented in its entirety, she becomes the bearer of  the look, and sarcastically even in a double sense: 
When she seems to be actively looking, it is looking at herself  in a mirror; she is the perfect object for 
(visual) consumption, as Ninagawa’s visual style dramatically emphasises. Through to-be-looked-at-ness 
woven into its narrative and style, Helter Skelter (consciously) keeps up dominant cinematic conven-
tions. However, in a dramatic move, LiLiCo's perfect body becomes problematic: Created and 
maintained as the perfect visual object through continuous plastic surgery, the perfect body made for 
consumption starts consuming itself; a nod towards the body horror genre’s social-critical function. 
Once LiLiCo starts looking at ‘us’, the audience, the moment is powerful, also in that she seems to 
take her own life immediately afterwards; woman’s punishment for taking on the ‘gaze’ for herself  
(Mulvey, 1975). Yet, the ﬁ nal scene, in an obvious change of  mood, symbolised by the active red as 
opposed to the grey-greenish colour grading of  her ‘suicide’, reveals that she has taken out her own 
eye. 
LiLico punishes herself  by removing half  of  her ability to look, and all of  her ability to see the 
three-dimensional world rather than the two dimensions of  a magazine or the cinema screen, but this 
act frees her from being a media object. She has taken on power, as seen in her direct look into the 
camera, her smile, and the powerful colours, being seated on a throne in an alternative underground 
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realm. Ninagawa’s ﬁ lm, despite narrative shortcoming, presents a compelling comment on the politics 
of  being visible and of  seeing on- and off-screen.
The ﬁ nal group discussion brought to the fore the issue that LiLiCo (as well as the idols she stands 
for), is an object for consumption by the female, perhaps even more than by the male, gaze. The 
question that remained open is if  this is grounded in an internalisation of  the male gaze or if  subject 
positions have become more ﬂ uent. What does the proliferation of  female idols in Japan mean with 
regard to Mulvey’s manifesto?
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